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 Questions of identity haunt minority groups in many countries: 
most reductively speaking, one either chooses assimilation at the 
cost of one's heritage, or risks exclusion from the mainstream 
culture as a price for recalcitrant fidelity to one's origin.  Given 
their particular history, Japanese Americans face a distinct set 
of identity challenges: with the World War II internment camp 
as their collective trauma, their American identities are, in some 
regards, built on the basis of their rejection of or departure from 
their origin.  Signs of this exilic condition abound: numerous 
studies claim that, compared to other racial groups and other 
Asian American groups, Japanese Americans intermarry at the 
highest rate, at least on the U.S. mainland (Niiya 177), and 
intermarriage is one of four primary benchmarks commonly 
used by social scientists to assess immigrant assimilation.  In the 
arena of contemporary American poetry, Garrett Hongo's famous 
anthology, The Open Boat: Poems from Asian America sets as its 
teleological goal the acceptance of Asian American poets into 
the mainstream American canon, declaring that, in spite of the 
history of marginalization, ºall of us. . . had become Americans" 
(Hongo xxvi).  While binaries such as assimilationist or nationalist, 
authentic or inauthentic, and aesthetic or political are too 
simplistic to capture all the contradictions and complexities that 
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inhere in ethnic American poetries (McCormick 62), the identity 
poetics of contemporary Japanese American poetry has historically 
been seen to embody an integrationist fleeing from the origin 
toward a mythic ºAmericanness"̶a position that can be criticized 
as being complicit with the hegemonic narratives of immigration 
and assimilation (Chang 1).   
 Against this backdrop, Janice Mirikitani's ºRecipe"̶a poem 
that offers a recipe for making ºround eyes"̶has been read as 
expressing ºthe tortuous extent" to which a minority female 
speaker ºstruggle[s] to be white:  bleaching her face, taping her 
eyelids" (Nimura 234).  That is certainly a persuasive reading, 
especially given Mirikitani's political activism as well as the 
biographical context in which the poet herself claims to have 
ºpursued being white and middle-class. . . a beauty queen, a 
cheerleader, all the things that [she] thought were part of the 
American dream" (ºRebirth" 68).  Authorial intentions aside, 
however, the present paper queries if this assimilationist, model-
minority reading and its chain of reception suppress the recessive 
genes within the poem that seek alternative possibilities.  Namely, 
what ºRecipe" actually implies is that the notion of beauty is 
ºcooked up" and it doesn't exist̶and what this ºrecipe" creates 
is the effigy forged in the place of such absence.  And when one 
recreates an aesthetic that currently does not exist anywhere, it 
sets one off to a utopian voyage to attain the unencumbered eyes 
that can see the world anew.
  
 Despite the realistic, directive voice of the recipe, ºRecipe" 
immediately ventures into the realm of ambiguity that makes 
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the recessive and resistant reading possible.  The first line of the 
poem is a two-word line, ºRound Eyes," which is used both as a 
title for the recipe and as a subtitle for the poem.  The dominant 
assumption is that the phrase ºround eyes" refers to the eye 
features of Europeans, in partial recollection of the pejorative term, 
ºround-eye."  That gives credence to the popular reading of the 
poem as an Asian speaker's cosmetic struggles to attain ºwhite" 
facial features that are presumed to be the hallmark of beauty. 
Overlooked in this reading is the alternative association that the 
word conjures up.  In its adjectival form, ºround-eyed," the term 
can mean something entirely different, as in the sense of the word 
ºwide-eyed": an expression of childlike simplicity and credulity that 
may be a sign of innocence, naïveté, or wonderment.  
 In fact, a corpus search produces as many associations of 
round eyes to children or child-like qualities as those about 
European features.  Corpus of Contemporary American English 
returns about 125 hits for the phrase ºround eyes," the sources of 
most of which are works of fiction.  These offer depictions such as 
the following: ºhe had a great big head and round eyes like a bush 
baby"; ºwho would not believe those big, innocent, round eyes of 
his?"; ºThe little boy follows his mother's fall to the deck with his 
big round eyes, strawberry ice cream plopping out of his cone"; 
ºwhat new mom wouldn't like more time to stare into her baby's 
big round eyes" (Corpus).  These images of round-eyed children 
are sufficiently suggestive: what if the eyes that the speaker of 
ºRecipe" is seeking to create are those of the ingenuous, naïve, 
inquisitive child who wants to see the world anew without the 
burden of age and experience?  
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 Another tell-tale sign that this poem is more than just about 
an Asian woman's cosmetic attempt to make her eyes big and 
round is the major omission in the ingredients̶namely, the eyes:
 　　Ingredients: scissors, Scotch magic transparent tape,
 　　　　eyeliner - water based, black.
 　　　　Optional: false eyelashes.　　　　　　　　　　　　(2-4)
This ºrecipe" gives us a list of garnishes that are meant to turn 
the preexisting eyes, which many readers may assume are the 
almond-shaped eyes of an Asian girl, into round eyes.  There 
is, however, no mention of the eyes themselves.  All the Scotch 
tape and eyeliners and false eyelashes wouldn't magically turn 
themselves into round eyes, just as all the Himalayan salt, black 
pepper, Worcestershire sauce, and Californian broccoli wouldn't 
miraculously become a steak without some ounces of aged Angus 
beef.  This conspicuous omission of the main ingredient further 
accentuates the polysemous character of the poem.  As George 
Steiner declares, ºin… literature style is substance" (Steiner 37); as 
Samuel Beckett writes of James Joyce's ºWork in Progress," ºform 
is content, content is form" (Beckett 14).  The poetic appropriation 
of the recipe style is itself a substance, and it indicates that 
something is being ºcooked up" from these directions given in 
this poem.  But with the presumptive main ingredient missing, 
one may query if there is some other main ingredient that cannot 
be included in the list: absence that has to be adorned with the 
pretense of tapes, eyeliners, and eyelashes, in the realm of fantasy, 
the domain of ºmagic" (2), the habitat of infants and children 
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whose imaginary eyes can see the world unburdened and unsullied. 
This recipe, in short, is make-believe, where castles are made of 
sand and feasts are made of mud.
 In this recessive reading that spotlights the missing mention of 
the main ingredient, even actions like the cleansing of the face in 
line 5 can take on divergent meanings.  If readers were to assume 
that this poem depicts the lyric speaker's attempt to be beautiful, 
the primary meaning of the phrase ºcleansing" would likely be 
the act of washing one's face, which would whiten it and make 
it look less oriental; there is also an unmistakable connotation 
of the ethnic and social cleansing in this phrase, and the adverb 
ºthoroughly" sounds forceful and annihilative in this context.  If, 
however, we were to focus on the aforesaid missing ingredient, 
cleansing would come to mean purification, an effort to rid oneself 
of any sources of adulterations.  Just as William Blake's Songs of 
Innocence portrays childhood as a state of protected innocence 
unburdened by the experience and the resultant knowledge of the 
original sin, this cleansing suggests an effort to return to such 
a state: a disposing of acquired elements, including a posteriori 
social constructions of gender and race.  In this regard, what 
one is supposed to construct by following this ºrecipe" is, on the 
secondary level, a voice of a wide-eyed child, innocent and naïve 
enough to imagine the world that is freed and purified of the 
presumptions of intersectional racial and gender onuses.    
 Furthermore, the eye is itself a symbolic organ that engenders 
multiple layers of interpretations.  If, as dominant readings of 
this poem suggest, ºRecipe" were merely a description of the 
caucasianization of an Asian face and an indictment of the race 
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politics that elicits an action of such ilk, it could also have focused 
on the nose, the depth of the eye socket, the structure of the 
cheekbones, or any of the other facial features that are associated 
with one's ethnic background.  Eyes are not merely the organs 
of sight or markers of ethnicity; they are possibly the most 
prominent and expressive of facial components, and they appear in 
literature more often than any other parts of the body (Ferber 70). 
Throughout the history of English literature, poets have utilized 
the phonic pun to overlap the ºeye" with the ºI," intimating that 
the eyes are a symbol of the subjectivity that forms a sense of 
self.  As a window into one's interiority, the eyes express thoughts 
and feelings; Shakespeare's sonnet speaker describes those as ºthe 
heavenly rhetoric of thine eyes" (1).  Eyes become the metonym of 
one's selfhood.
 In this sense, it is hardly coincidental that the one thing that is 
missing from this poem is any use of the word ºI"̶or ºeye."  Since 
the poem takes the form of a recipe, it does not feature an ºI" 
speaker:  the poem is composed of a series of directions.  The genre 
of recipe writing commonly employs the second-person address, 
and those recipe writers who want to create a sense of proximity 
with the readers tend to address the readers as ºyou," along 
with some frequency of the use of exclamation points and other 
emotive devices; series of commands, after all, project a distant 
and authoritarian voice.  But this detached voice is precisely what 
Mirikitani deploys in this poem; the speaker takes pains to avoid 
pronoun identifiers of any form.  For instance, lines 13-14, ºIf using 
false eyelashes, affix first on lid, folding any / excess lid over the 
base of eyelash with glue" (13-14), elide any and all opportunities 
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to use pronouns, whether as a subject̶as in ºIf you're using false 
eyelashes"̶or as a possessive̶as in ºyour eyelashes" or ºyour lid," 
the latter even omitting the ºeye" from the ºlid."  There is little in 
the way of community fostering between this recipe writer and 
the reader.  There are plenty of recipes that employ a warmer 
and more inviting voice, such as a White House publication with 
healthy lunch recipes for children, in which directions will read 
like the following: ºPlace three shrimp in the tortilla and top with 
a drizzle of your jalapeño yogurt sauce; top with cabbage and 
avocado and serve with a lime wedge.  Feel free to top with your 
favorite salsa" (Epicurious 10).  In contrast, the acutely distant 
voice of this ºrecipe" reads more like a manual than a recipe. 
The abundance of spacing created by short stanzas, all between 
one and three lines, further amplifies the mechanical tone of the 
dispassionate voice.  And it is not just the ºI" or its personality 
that is effaced from this poem; the word ºeye" never stands on its 
own, hidden inside compound words throughout the poem, whether 
in words like eyelid, eyeliner, or eyelash.
 Mirikitani's avoidance of ºI" or ºyou" or any of the other 
figures̶deixis goes missing, while articles also disappear for the 
most part̶concretizes a specific rhetorical choice.  If, as W. R. 
Johnson suggests, every human addressee in a poem is directly or 
indirectly a metaphor for the actual reader (Johnson 3), the lack of 
any type of address signals a suppression of the audience.  While 
it is true that context, rather than a vocative form or the pronoun 
you, determines the presence of addressee (Sperber and Wilson 
233-237) and, in terms of pragmatics, the lack of pronouns does 
not necessarily mean the author's disregard for the audience, the 
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fastidiousness with which the poem is made devoid of pronouns is 
itself a statement.  In Poetry's Touch, William Waters argues that 
saying ºyou, and the irreplaceable particularity of that addressee, 
can be the center of a poem's gravity" (Waters 4).  This poem, in 
some ways, has lost the center, much as it happens in W. B. Yeats's 
ºThe Second Coming": ºThings fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
/ Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world" (3-4).  ºRecipe" presents 
a world without you or I, or any deixis or definite or indefinite 
articles that might provide any types of anchors, orientations, or 
structures of order.  On one level, this disappearance of the subject 
creates the effect of reducing, in the word of Traise Yamamoto, 
ºthe Asian / American subject to an opaque, inhuman mask" 
(Yamamoto 221); the pathos of being a target of objectification is 
decidedly detectible in this poem.  But the effacement of deictic 
anchors and human elements beyond the subject produces another 
layer of meaning-making:  the disappearance of the actuality.  The 
manual-like precision of an impersonal command voice sounds 
more unreal than real.  Without tangible underpinnings, the poem 
flees into the world of idea, the abstract and the conceptual.  
 What we can glean from these clues̶the double-meaning of 
the word ºround eyes" that points to an unsoiled beginning of 
childhood, the missing main ingredient in the cooking instruction, 
the curious focus on the eyes, the subsequent erasure of the 
ºI" that is also the ºeye," the repression of the audience that is 
the subject of the gaze as well as the point of reception where 
meaning-making occurs, and the flight into the realm of idea̶is 
a desire for a clean slate.  It is a longing for wide-eyed innocence 
before one becomes aware of one's socially constructed identity; 
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it is a wish for a forgery of something that has not existed 
before, a creation from insufficient ingredients that necessitates 
an alchemic concoction, in the world outside the physical and the 
actual.  It is also a yearning to lose a sense of self, a subjectivity 
that binds one's selfhood, and to repress the receivers of signs 
where meanings are assembled and fixed into a structure: it points 
to a type of self-loss.  The notion of beauty is a contrivance: it 
does not exist.  To borrow J. H. Prynne's term (Prynne 12), the 
ºpoetic thought" embodied in this poem is self-loss, a decentered 
disassembling that reveals profound absence: a thoroughly cleansed 
abstraction of a face with nothing on it.  
 In the absence of the object of attachment, Freudian 
imperative, as detailed in essays like ºMourning and Melancholia," 
initiates a search for an alternative object of reattachment (Freud 
164-179).  And when such an object does not exist, Nicholas 
Abraham and Maria Torok suggest that we create a phantom that 
stands for this absence (Abraham and Torok 17).  This assemblage 
of phantom entails an exploration for an aesthetic that does 
not yet exist anywhere; it turns itself into a fanciful voyage.  In 
fact, this past semester, a group of my students conducted an 
experiment as a part of their group project where they followed 
Mirikitani's ºrecipe" to see if it would actually result in a Western-
looking face.  The result was predictable:  the effort produced faces 
that one would not encounter anywhere in the world.  This recipe, 
of course, is not meant to be followed in the actuality in which we 
live.  It is a fictive construct.  
 One way of interpreting this result has been that the poem 
points to the difficulty of erasing one's fixed identity and the 
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frustration of those who strive to attain beauty by enduring 
pain but ultimately cannot: the recipe in this poem, after all, 
is faulty.  The satire of this poem is hard to miss.  But what 
exactly it satirizes is a tenebrous question.  Is it the society that 
acknowledges only certain types of beauty that some of us are 
by birth kept from attaining?  Or is it the plight of the boys and 
girls who endure pain in the hope of attaining their ideal forms 
that they might not actually obtain, which the readers watch 
with ironic bemusement?  Or is it the imperative to destroy the 
geisha stereotype, which underlies all the variations of the Western 
ideological construction of Japanese women (Yamamoto 23-24)?  Or 
is the specific but fictive recipe a manifestation of the ambivalent, 
imaginary flight from the here and now, in search for an identity 
that is not found in such dichotomous modes as East or West, 
assimilation or exclusion, raw or cooked, and American or Asian?
 The recessive reading in the present paper points to the last 
possibility.  One discovery from this poem is that the face that 
this recipe creates is one that is foreign and yet familiar: foreign 
because it does not look like anything, and familiar because it is 
still our face.  This uncanny strangeness̶where ºthe uncanny is 
that class of the frightening which leads back to what is known of 
old and long familiar" (Freud 17:220)̶is similar to one's sensation 
after undergoing a drastic cosmetic or reconstructive surgery: the 
result may or may not be pretty, but regardless of the outcome, 
it doesn't feel like ºme," according to a well-known account of 
a reconstructive surgery patient (Grealy 87).  This sensation of 
uncanny strangeness unveils a stranger within us and, in the word 
of Julia Kristeva, prompts a fascinated rejection that the foreigner 
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arouses in us:
In the fascinated rejection that the foreigner arouses 
in us, there is a share of uncanny strangeness in the 
sense of the depersonalization that Freud discovered in 
it. . . .  The foreigner is within us.  And when we flee from 
or struggle against the foreigner, we are fighting our 
unconscious̶that ºimproper" facet of our impossible ºown 
and proper."  Delicately, analytically, Freud does not speak 
of foreigners: he teaches us how to detect foreignness in 
ourselves. . . .  Freud brings us the courage to call ourselves 
disintegrated in order not to integrate foreigners and even 
less so to hunt them down, but rather to welcome them to 
that uncanny strangeness, which is as much theirs as it is 
ours.  (Kristeva 191-192)
Mirikitani's recipe, by revealing one's face that does not conform 
to any of the established standards of beauty and by producing a 
face that is both ours and foreign, adumbrates that the foreigner is 
within the self.  And Kristeva's Freud teaches us that, in this sense, 
we are all foreigners, exiled in ourselves.  The social imperative for 
integration is a mirror of our inner disintegration. 
 Read in this regard, the final line, ºDo not cry," communicates 
not so much a non-white girl's self-taught perseverance to endure 
the pain for the sake of attaining Western ideals of beauty, but 
rather a warning to those of us who face the unease of discovering 
the foreignness in ourselves: one should refrain from crying 
in discombobulation even if one's face one finds in the mirror 
may look like someone else's.  Departing from the conventional 
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classifications and choosing to embrace disintegration within 
ourselves can allow us to view the world with the innocence of 
a round-eyed child, newly born and freed of any encumberments. 
That can also lead to the vertiginous sensation of free-falling, in 
that the missing self-subject stands alone in the universe where 
there are no addressees or references.  In practice, of course, 
one is either a national or a foreigner, and the question of 
identity persists whether one is filling out an equal employment 
opportunity questionnaire or handing out one's passport to a 
custom and immigration officer, in so far as identity is socially 
constructed in part in the eyes of the beholder where meaning-
assignations also take place.  What the false recipe in Mirikitani's 
ºRecipe" opens up, then, is a path of an imaginary flight, which, 
while painful and fraught with the disorientation of looking 
squarely into the death-bearing unconscious, takes us to the 
nowhere that is the flipped surfeit of the here and now.          
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